Digital Detox, Mindfulness, and Art Museums by Duncan, Bridget M.
 
 
 
DIGITAL DETOX,  
MINDFULNESS, 
AND  
ART MUSEUMS 
 
BY 
 
Bridget M. Duncan 
Student ID: 12178884 
 
 
MASTER OF SCIENCE IN 
ARTS ADMINISTRATION 
at  
DREXEL UNIVERSITY 
 
2014 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
DIGITAL DETOX,  
MINDFULNESS, 
AND  
ART MUSEUMS 
 
A Thesis 
Submitted to the Faculty  
of 
Drexel University 
by 
Bridget M. Duncan 
in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree 
of 
Master of Science in Arts Administration 
August 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© Copyright 2014 
Bridget M. Duncan. All Rights Reserved.
ii 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 The purpose of this study is to investigate the mode in which museum 
administrators decide to offer, and then deliver, mindfulness style programming to their 
visitors.  
The objective of this thesis was developed in order to further research how 
technology-free programming is being incorporated into museum settings as there has 
been little to no research on this topic, to date. 
Three arts institutions were selected based on the style of mindfulness 
programming that they offer. Interviews were conducted over the phone with one 
individual from each museum. The findings were comprised as comparative case studies 
for each institution. 
My core findings of research show that administrators believe that providing 
museum programming that is not solely focused around technological outlets leads to a 
more fulfilling experience for the visitor. The results also reveal that there is a cohesive 
ideology amongst the administrators’ in reference to how mindfulness exercises increase 
curiosity and acceptance of the arts. However the museum administrators carry the 
belief that technology is a means to develop new audiences.  
I suggest that museums with the means and resources to do so should begin, or 
in some cases continue, to offer programming that is free of technology as well as 
technology-centric.  
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Introduction 
 
 
 
 The purpose of this research is to understand how and why museum 
professionals decide to promote mindfulness-styled programming in order to provide a 
more meaningful visit or museum experience for their patrons. 
My interest in pursuing this topic of research was developed after reading the 
Center for the Future of Museum’s (CFM) “TrendsWatch 2013” report. The second 
annual volume of the report series was released by authors Elizabeth Merrit and Philip 
Katz. TrendsWatch summarizes six emerging trends that the authors believe may shape 
the future of museums in the arts and culture sector. Merrit and Katz’s data are based on 
scanning and analyzing various articles, reports, and on personal conversations with 
administrators. 
In the section that introduced the trend entitled “Disconnecting to Re-connect”, 
Merrit and Katz hypothesize that there is an emerging backlash against the amount of 
time individuals spend engaging with technology (30-34). In order to support this theory, 
the article references various reports that show that an increasing number of individuals 
who are deliberately spending time away from their phones and other forms of 
technology. Several reports and articles referenced in Merrit and Katz’s report were used 
in this research and are cited in this document.  
In addition to providing research on the habits of individuals, how and how often 
they interact with their technological outlets, the TrendsWatch Report also offers 
recommendations on how and why a museum may choose to embrace the mindset of 
being “technology-free.” Suggestions ranged from providing specific times or areas for 
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visitors to “unplug” during visits. And on the extreme spectrum, it was proposed that 
museums go so far as to completely prohibit the use of technology or devices by their 
visitors. 
As I began my initial research, I noticed that there has been a significant amount 
of research and reporting conducted regarding the ways that museums have used 
technology as a resource to enhance the visitor experience (Din 2007; Falk 2008; Loic 
2012; et al.). However, there has been little documentation in the current literature as to 
why and how museums may choose to promote a more contemplative and/or 
“disconnected” approach to a museum visit. There has, however, been research and 
reporting conducted on the topic of mindfulness and the museum experience.  
The American Alliance of Museum’s “Trendswatch 2013” report puts forth the 
idea that technology-free museum experiences are a viable future trend for the arts and 
cultural field (Merrit and Katz 2013, 30-34). In pursuit of discovering ways in which 
museums have begun to embrace this trend, I began to uncover a group of museums 
that have introduced mindfulness meditation as a style of program that is being offered 
to visitors. 
My research will aim to deduce whether or not the museums I chose to interview 
are aware of the movement of digital detox. I will explore this from the perspective of the 
museum administrator in order to understand why the administrators decide to offer 
mindfulness experiences. Regardless of the extent to which this trend has become 
common knowledge within the realm of museum administration, my research will aim to 
uncover the factors that play into the development and application of mindfulness-styled 
museum programming.  
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Digital Detox 
 
 
 
The topic of disconnecting from technology is one that proves to be more 
relevant as people continue to become even more closely tied to their electronic devices. 
Terms such as hyper-connectivity, which is used to describe the multiple means by 
which person-to-machine communication may occur (i.e. email, instant messaging), 
speak to a phenomenon that can be viewed as a positive (Pico 2012; Prochnik 2010). 
However, more recently, this heightened volume of connectivity has started to receive a 
stigma. This can be justified by the accounts of individuals who have begun to seek 
ways in which they can actively disconnect from their means of technology (Isaacson 
2012; Newport 2012; Prochnik 2010; et al.). Much of what Merrit and Katz based their 
research and hypothesis around was the exploration of this trend outside of the arts and 
culture setting. In order to explore the nature of the movement, I reviewed personal 
accounts, surveys, and reports that were not necessarily tied to the anti-technology trend 
in the arts and cultural landscape.  
In his NY Times article, “Learning to Let Go: First Turn Off the Phone,” Andy 
Isaacson recounts a movement in NYC that requires the event’s attendees to check their 
technology at the door. Device-Free Drinks is a group that hosts social gatherings that 
encourage (or rather, require) guests to mingle without the distraction of their phones. 
The events offer attendees crafts and ice-breakers as activities to help ease the 
separation process. The article contains accounts from several individuals that have 
trouble coping with their experience. They go on to describe their initial reactions of 
detaching from their smart phones. The author also recounts an interview with a couple 
who voluntarily took a year abroad to go “off the grid.” Upon their return they introduced 
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weekend retreats that they entitled “The Digital Detox” (Isaacson 2012). This experience 
has been described as a way in which individuals may learn to not use their technology 
tools so that in turn the technology does not “use them.” Various levels of responses to 
the lack of being connected with the outside world are recounted in this article. However, 
most individuals account that they are pleased to disconnect from their devices. 
To further their claim about the relevance of the “disconnect” trend, Merrit and 
Katz cite David Brancaccio’s interview with Frank Newport, editor-in-chief of the polling 
firm Gallup. Mr. Newport is the guest speaker for Brancaccio’s weekly radio segment for 
“Marketplace” entitled “Attitude Check.” Newport shares knowledge that his team has 
collected from various polls on Gallup. He refers to a survey, which explores how much 
time Americans spend devoting themselves to interacting with technology. Newport and 
his team of researchers reportedly found that nearly 60% of people, ages 18-29, say that 
they feel guilty about the amount of time that they spend on their smart phones. In 
addition to that finding, almost 50% of those polled said that they believe they spend too 
much time on social media sites (i.e. Facebook and Twitter). There was hardly a 
difference between the responses from males and females who were polled. The 
conclusion about whether or not they reported feelings of guilt will be a significant 
enough catalyst to cause a rejection of use of technology is unclear (Newport 2012). 
The New York Times provides an additional outlook on this topic. In his article, 
“The Joy of Quiet,” author Pico Iyer describes the ways in which individuals have begun 
to distance themselves from modern technology. Iyer recounts statistics of overuse. 
According to the article, the average American teenager receives, on average, 75 text 
messages each day. Due to the popularity of the internet, the amount of hours that 
American adults spent online has doubled between the years 2005 and 2009. This leads 
5 
 
 
the average individual to spend at least eight and a half hours a day in front of some 
form of a screen (Pico 2012). 
Pico states that new-age trends are not what individuals are turning to in order to 
relieve themselves of stress and sound. Instead, they are revisiting the old world and 
engaging in yoga, meditation, and long, weekend walks. It could be argued that museum 
programming could benefit to incorporate such experiences in their programming in an 
effort to provide visitors with another realm in which they may disconnect. Iyer recalls 
several personal and second-hand experiences of individuals that struggle to become 
more relaxed. Iyer focuses on experiences that are sans TV, phones, and the internet. In 
concluding his article, Iyer points out that although technology has bettered the lives and 
knowledge of individuals, one needs personal time in order for those advancements to 
wholly benefit them.   
Cutting the proverbial (and in this case, sometimes literal) cord can often be 
difficult for those who rely on their devices for communication, work, entertainment, and 
even education. However, there have been efforts made in order to achieve 
disconnection if even for a short amount of time. Examples of this include: zero-Wi-Fi in 
areas such as cafes that typically offer free Internet; “cell-phone free” family dinners; and 
“unplugged” vacations. Such a break from connectivity is encouraged in hopes of 
achieving contemplation, retreat, or simply improving human-to-human connection and 
communication.  
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Technology in Museums: A Brief Overview 
 
 
 
As stated previously, there is a clear difference in the amount of the research 
conducted on museums offering technology experiences versus those that offer 
mindfulness styled programming. Much of the research that has been shared on the 
relationship between technology and museums has been written describing the 
introduction and evolution of technology into the museum visitor experience (Din 2007; 
Falk 2008; Loic 2012; et al.). Many of the resources available to current museum 
administrators are written to assist them in identifying the most appropriate technology 
programming and outreach for their institutions.  
In 2010 The Marcus Institute for Digital Education in the Arts published The 
Horizon Report. In this collaboration between The New Media Consortium and the 
EDUCause Learning Initiative, emerging technologies that are believed to have a 
significant impact on creative expression, teaching, and learning are identified. In each 
edition of the report, six emerging trends that are believed to likely enter the mainstream 
within the next five years are explored. Over 100 emerging technologies were explored 
during their research process.  
The Horizon report serves to assist administrators in making the most informed 
decisions possible when planning to implement their institution’s mobile experience(s). 
Such considerations range from location (in/out of gallery), cost (free or additional cost), 
and access (“byo” or provided by the museum). The report also emphasizes the 
influence that an institution’s size or collection might have on the mobile experience that 
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is developed. In doing so, museum administrators are educated on challenges that might 
be met while trying to reach their objectives. 
At the Chicago Art Institute, Museum Director Douglas Druick works to lead his 
organization into the “future” as one of the first art museums to provide free Wi-Fi to its 
visitors throughout the museum. The author of the article about Druick and the CAI 
begins by pointing out the difficulties that the museum undertook to achieve such an 
endeavor.  The cost, which was undisclosed, was certainly a factor as was the structure 
of the museum itself; the CAI’s thick walls proved to be a challenge. The addition of Wi-
Fi has enabled the museum to allow visitors to use their own smartphones or tablets so 
that they may select room-specific, guided tours. Druick believes that providing a 
customizable experience to their visitor’s that the museum will not only be increasing 
knowledge, but also curiosity.  
Ironically, Druick theorizes that the curiosity gained from these technology-based 
experiences will prompt museum-goers to reflect on the artwork more thoroughly than 
they currently do (Nance 2012). He also combats the fear that online representation of 
artworks will only serve to replace the real thing. Instead, he believes making the works 
available to the public via website will work to develop a more diverse audience and 
increase museum attendance. This particular point is contradictory to what is suggested 
in the TrendsWatch Report.  
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Disconnecting: Impact on Museums 
 
 
Although the trend of disconnecting from technological experiences is becoming 
increasingly relevant based on prior studies, there has been little to no research 
conducted concerning the way in which museums may benefit from offering technology-
free programming. By conducting research on the topic of cultural organizations that 
have begun to promote these types of experiences, museum administrators may begin 
to determine how it may affect their overall mission. 
In her New York Times article, “Heart-pounding Art Seen Solo,” Dorothy Spears 
(2012) explains the work of German cultural scholar Martin Trondle. Trondle’s study 
explores the extent to which a museum-goer’s prior knowledge about artwork affects 
their emotional response to the works viewed.  
During the study, 576 museum visitors donned gloves that would measure their 
emotional reactions based on physical responses. Trondle and his team also asked the 
visitors where they spent the most time in the museum space in a post-visit interview. 
Trondle’s findings concluded that there was little difference between those who had a 
proficient knowledge of the art compared to those who did not. In fact, he believes that 
lack of knowledge led to increased curiosity towards the artwork; thus, causing the visitor 
to spend more time in reflection before the artwork (Spears 2012). It is my belief that this 
research is crucial as I explore how technology free museum experiences affect both 
museum administrators and visitors. 
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Methodology 
 
 
 
As stated previously, the origin of the topic for this thesis spawned from the 
“Disconnecting to Reconnect” article found in the Center for the Future of Museum’s 
“Trendswatch 2013” report. As an introduction into my research I reviewed the articles 
cited by the report’s authors. I also explored websites of any arts and cultural institutions 
that were referenced. In addition to using the CFM’s Trendswatch Report as my original 
guide for research, I also examined the organization’s active blog. Soon after the release 
of the Report, an article was posted on the blog entitled “Art Viewing and Mindfulness.” 
The article stated that due to the increasing feedback from the Trendswatch article, the 
CFM chose to elaborate on the subject. It was in this article that I first learned of Clare 
Kunny’s work with Art Muse Los Angeles, Rumi Rooms, the Hammer Museum, and 
ESMoA.   
Before my decision to conduct interviews and case studies was determined, I 
reached out to Clare Kunny to gauge her impression of the trend and to get commentary 
on how she believed it might affect arts institutions, particularly museums.  
The final section of my research consisted of a series of structured, qualitative 
interviews, which in turn are used to construct individual case studies. These interviews 
included one-on-one phone conversations with three individuals from museum and art 
institutions from the West Coast who have begun to implement programming that 
promotes or aligns with the technology-free museum experience. I selected The 
Hammer Museum and ESMoA upon reading the CFM blog article. The inclusion of The 
Frye Museum in my research was to provide additional comparison between the case 
studies. I only learned about The Frye Museum’s mindfulness programming after 
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conducting an exploration via search engine. It is by coincidence that the art institutions 
selected for my interviews reside in a similar geographic region. 
Each individual that was interviewed was selected based on her role as the 
deputy or assistant program administrator at her institution. It is important to note that 
none of the interviewees had previously heard of the CFM’s “disconnecting to reconnect” 
trend. I interviewed: Karla Aguiniga, Public Programs Assistant at The Hammer Museum 
of UCLA; Jill Rullkoetter, head of Arts Engagement Programs at The Frye Art Museum; 
Chelsea Hogan, Education Specialist of ESMoA.  
I feel that it is important to note that the ordering of the case studies outlined 
below are purposeful. The case studies have been arranged in a timeline-like fashion. 
The order is listed chronologically by those who first began to introduce mindfulness as a 
program style at their institution. It is my hope that this order will assist the reader in 
understanding the evolution of mindfulness programming in museums over time. 
 Due to time and resource limitations, my research consists of a relatively small 
sample size of museums which I interviewed. Thus the conclusions based on the case 
study interviews have the potential of being generalizations and may not reflect the 
decision making of all museum administrators. 
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Disconnecting: What Does This Look Like? 
Museum Mindfulness 
 
 
 
Museums on the West Coast of the United States are beginning to lead the way 
in promoting the movement known as “mindfulness.” Mindfulness is a very simple 
exercise that reminds visitors that experiencing art is more complex than simply finding a 
work aesthetically pleasing. Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn of the Mindfulness Based Stress 
Reduction program at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center states on the 
organization’s website that “Mindfulness means paying attention in a particular way: on 
purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally.” (University of Massachusetts 
Medical Center) 
In order to establish an initial knowledge on the topic of mindfulness in museums, 
I began by interviewing former museum administrator, Clare Kunny. Ms. Kunny was the 
former Manager of Public Education and Teaching at the J. Paul Getty Museum. In her 
current position as the Founding Director of Art Muse Los Angeles, Kunny works to 
provide small, private art tours of museums and galleries to groups around the LA area.  
In my interview with Ms. Kunny, she began by explaining that the idea of offering 
museum mindfulness is fairly new. Plainly stated, it is an effort to have the individual 
return to the practice of observing an object. This means that an individual makes an 
effort to leave all previous thoughts behind when encountering an artwork. In turn, this 
allows one to make an in-the-moment connection with a particular work of art or in some 
situations, an arts experience. Kunny poses the question, “How do we get back to the 
actual moment of experience?” She answers that, “The beauty of the art museum is that 
it provides the privilege to be in same space [with artwork]; both aesthetically and 
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intellectually.” According to Ms. Kunny, mindfulness in a museum setting is used to offer 
an individualized way to experience art. 
During the interview, it was brought to my attention that the Hammer Museum of 
the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) had recently introduced a program that 
incorporates mindfulness practice. Program Director of the museum Claudia Bestor 
pioneered a series entitled “Mindful Awareness.” Kunny continued our conversation by 
offering her feedback about the program. In January, she saw a listing for a 
contemplative viewing program that was being hosted at the Hammer Museum, an 
institution which she regards as being one of the most experimental museums of our 
time do to its innovative programming. Although Kunny was quite skeptical at the 
beginning of the 75-minute long program, she and other newcomers were gradually led 
into the experience and guided through an introduction into mindfulness meditation. The 
group was then led up a flight of stairs and instructed to find an object to view and told to 
apply the mindfulness exercise they had just learned when viewing the object. 
Kunny believes that the technique of mindfulness meditation is a viable option for 
museums to employ in their programming. By encouraging visitors to discard all 
judgment, they are able to create their own learning experience from interacting with 
artwork. There is no more thinking, “I could hang this above my couch,” or “My kid could 
do this.” By contemplating an object that is in the same space as you brings a sense of 
reality to the piece. 
 
 
 
 
13 
 
 
Return to Mission 
 
 
 
Many museums have opted not to offer mobile and technology experiences to 
their visitors. The reasons for such a decision range from the lack of resources to a 
curatorial mindset of what a traditional arts experience should be (e.g. Clare Kunny). No 
matter the impetus for such a choice, the promotion of a technology free connection with 
artwork furthers the root of many museums’ missions. Merrit and Katz point out in their 
report that the core mission of museums is to provide the community with a place for 
reflection and contemplation (Merrit and Katz 2013, 30-34). 
In the book The Convivial Museum, the authors explore what museum 
administrators can do to assure that their organizations continue to fulfill their civic duties 
of being essential public institutions. The author offers reflections on what it means to be 
a “vibrant public space” and then compares this with the physicality of a museum. In the 
section entitled “Being Alive Together” the author explains how variables such as 
“behavior settings” and “time out” are aspects to contemplate when planning for a 
museum-goer’s best experience (McLean et al. 2010). The word “conviviality” is used to 
promote the idea that the museum is an institution with a primary goal of bringing 
individuals together. It seems clear based on previous evidence that technology would 
only serve to counteract this endeavor. As we see in our day-to-day setting, interactions 
with mobile devices tend to sever the ties of human-to-human contact.  
Smaller museums may serve to benefit from engaging, tech-free programming to 
a further extent. Often museums with limited staff and budgets find it difficult to compete 
with landmark institutions that have a plethora of resources. In his article for The Post 
Star, Jamie Munks describes a smaller museum that struggles to keep exhibitions and 
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content up to date. An administrator from The Fort William Henry Museum (FWHM) 
explains that once competing institutions with larger budgets offer more engaging 
experiences, often via technology, others do not wish to be far behind. In addition to 
keeping up with the expectation of new and younger audiences, FWHM also struggles to 
develop programming that will keep entice audiences to visit multiple times each year 
(Munks 2013). 
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Case Study #1 – The Hammer Museum at UCLA, Los Angeles, CA 
 
 
Mission: The Hammer Museum at UCLA believes in the promise of art and ideas 
to illuminate our lives and build a more just world (Hammer Museum at UCLA, 2014). 
The Hammer Museum was founded in 1990 by Dr. Armand Hammer. The 
museum was financed by and built neighboring the Occidental Petroleum Company, a 
company for which Hammer had previously served as Chairman. Upon its opening in 
December of 1990, three weeks before Hammer’s death, the Hammer Museum’s 
highlights consisted of the namesake’s collection of Old Master paintings and drawings. 
In 1994, UCLA, another entity adjacent to the museum, took on the general 
management of the Hammer. Since that time, the museum’s features have grown to 
include UCLA’s University Collections, The Grunwald Center for Graphic Design, as well 
as The Franklin D. Murphy Sculpture Garden. The Hammer Museum now boasts a 
reputation of both “physically and metaphorically acting as a gateway between the city 
[of Los Angeles] and the University.” 
In 1999 Ann Philbin was appointed Director of The Hammer Museum. During her 
time as Director, Ms. Philbin assisted the museum in reaching both national and 
international status in the arts and cultural communities. Also attributed to her time with 
the Hammer is the museum’s addition of a Hammer Contemporary Collection which 
plays host to over 2,000 works of art. 
The Hammer Museum is closed on Mondays. From Tuesday through Friday, 
extended hours are offered until 8pm. Admission to the museum and its public programs 
is free thanks to long-time benefactors. Their staff size is composed of approximately 80 
people. In addition to mindfulness based sessions the Museum also offers the following 
types of programs: lunchtime art talks, scheduled forums, panels, lectures, movie 
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screenings, readings, children-centric sessions, book club meetings, and contemplative 
art viewings. 
My interview for the Hammer Museum case study was conducted with Karla 
Aguiniga. Ms. Aguiniga has worked with The Hammer Museum for approximately 3 
years in the role of Public Programs Assistant.  
To begin our interview, I asked Ms. Aguiniga to provide me with a general 
overview of the origin of their mindfulness program entitled “Mindful Awareness.” As a 
preface, Aguiniga explained that the Hammer Museum was truly a “neighborhood 
museum.” Located in the middle of UCLA, the museum is in close proximity to the 
University’s medical center. Ms. Aguiniga explained that the origin of offering 
mindfulness programming at the museum was a suggestion brought forward by the 
museum’s Director.   
After the director attended a class at the UCLA’s Mindfulness Awareness 
Research Center (MARC), she began to envision how mindfulness at the Hammer could 
serve to align with the institution’s strategic plan. A main goal of the plan was to 
construct community-based programming while concurrently acting as a cultural center 
for the city. In Aguiniga’s words, she believed that the museum’s Director felt that the 
programs offered at the museum should be just as diverse as its exhibitions. 
The Director’s proposal was initially passed through the team of Deputy Directors 
who gave their approval provided that the funding for the program could be found. 
Coincidentally for the museum, a donor who currently sponsored the Mindfulness 
Awareness Research Center at UCLA was already working with the Hammer Museum. 
Thus the program was forged out of a partnership between the museum, the donor, and 
MARC. 
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The format of the Hammer’s program was based off of the mindfulness sessions 
that were already being offered inside the medical center. Unlike the medical center’s 
facility, the museum hosted their mindfulness exercise in their resident auditorium known 
as the Billy Wilder Theater. The first session, held in 2010, consisted of 30 attendees 
and has since grown to include between 160-180 individuals each week. Each session is 
led by Diana Winston, the Director of Mindfulness Education at MARC. Visitors spend 
the half hour in the dimly lit theater as Winston speaks softly into a microphone, 
coaching them through the experience. Throughout the program, visitors are prompted 
by statements or questions offered by Winston at various times. The general theme is to 
let go of the past and future in order for the mind to come back and focus on the present. 
Art and how to experience it is not directly referenced during the sessions. The focal 
point of the mindfulness exercises at the Hammer revolve around stress reduction and 
refocusing of the mind. 
The museum and its program staff facilitate all of the planning and administration 
for Mindfulness Awareness. The instructors from MARC determine the weekly 
curriculum. The mindfulness sessions are free to the public and styled as 30-minute 
“drop-ins” offered during the lunch hour on Thursdays.  
As a means of marketing, the Hammer promotes Mindfulness Awareness on 
their website by describing the benefits of the experience and stating that it “has 
scientific support as a means to reduce stress, improve attention, boost the immune 
system, reduce emotional reactivity, and promote a general sense of health and well-
being”. The description is most noticeably lacking any explanation of how the sessions 
are tied to the museum’s mission or art work. However, the blurb from the website does 
specify that the mindfulness exercises are held by instructors from the UCLA 
Mindfulness Awareness Research Center and provides a hyperlink to the center’s official 
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website. Ms. Aguiniga believes that word-of-mouth has been the most significant 
contributing factor to the rapidly growing attendance.  
In terms of determining whether or not the program is meeting the museum’s 
goals and its visitor’s needs, Ms. Aguiniga stated that there is no official form of 
benchmarking. The staff does record weekly attendance figures and builds reports off of 
such data. Aguiniga stated that since the number of audience members continues to 
increase each year, they believe that the program should continue to be a staple of their 
organization.  
The museum has not have any negative reactions about the lack of technology in 
this form of programming. Instead, Aguiniga and her colleagues often collect qualitative 
feedback from their visitors that generally state that overall they truly benefit from the 
mindfulness styling and the drop-in nature of the program. 
In addition to Mindful Awareness, the Hammer’s programs department also offers 
a less frequent series entitled: Contemplative Art Viewing. Because the interview was 
focused around the specifics of Mindfulness Awareness, Ms. Aguiniga did not go into 
great detail about the contemplative programming. However, the Hammer’s website 
reveals that the first program of this type was offered in December of 2011. It was not 
until January of 2014 that another of its kind was hosted. The most recent installment is 
set to take place on July 12, 2014. According to the museum’s website the hour-and-a-
half-long experience is led by Mitra Manesh, a mindfulness educator and founder of 
Rumi Rooms.  
It is clear that the Hammer Museum administration’s initial consideration to 
incorporate mindfulness program was highly dependent upon the close ties that the 
museum has with UCLA and its community. Neither size nor monetary restrictions 
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proved to be factor in the decision making process. Although there has been 
overwhelming positive feedback and increasing attendance of the Mindful Awareness 
sessions, this does not appear to act as a significant enough factor to cause the staff to 
cease offering technology-centric programming.  
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Case Study #2 – The Frye Art Museum, Seattle, WA 
 
 
Mission Statement: The Frye Art Museum is a living legacy of visionary 
patronage and civic responsibility, committed to artistic inquiry and a rich visitor 
experience. A catalyst for our engagement with contemporary art and artists is the 
Founding Collection of Charles and Emma Frye, access to which shall always be free 
(Frye Art Museum, 2014). 
Charles Frye and his wife, Emma, were notable philanthropists of Seattle’s arts 
and cultural arena. In addition to supporting various musical organizations, the Frye’s 
housed a personal collection of paintings in their home. The couple was known for 
hosting charitable events and concerts in the company of their collection. 
Upon their deaths, the Frye’s left their personal collection in legacy to the people 
and the city of Seattle. In 1952 the Frye Art Museum was opened in Seattle’s First Hill 
district. Currently the museum’s collection is composed of European works that range 
from the late-nineteenth to early-twentieth-century. The Frye Museum’s visiting exhibits 
traditionally feature internally acclaimed emerging artists. 
The Frye Art Museum is closed on Mondays. On Thursday the museum offers 
extended hours until 7pm. Admission to the museum is free. The Museum’s website did 
not offer what I believed to be an accurate depiction of staff size. In addition to 
mindfulness based sessions the Museum also offers the following types of programs: 
tours, lectures, studio art classes, art history courses, arts engagement for individuals 
with dementia, film screenings, music series, field trips, in-classroom visits, professional 
development courses, and child-based programming.  
I conducted my interview for the Frye Museum case study with Jill Rullkoetter. 
Ms. Rullkoetter is formerly from the Seattle Art Museum and has been working in the 
Frye’s Arts Engagement Programs department since 2005.  
21 
 
 
During her introduction, Ms. Rullkoetter stated that one of her main objectives 
while working for the Frye was to develop diverse and progressive programs. She 
explained that the museum allowed a great deal of experimentation in this endeavor. As 
we continued our conversation, I learned that the museum’s staff and board had a 
combined interest of embedding the institution within their neighborhood; known as First 
Hill.  
First Hill is located just east of downtown Seattle. The museum itself is 
surrounded by three of the city’s main hospitals. The museum is also adjacent to senior 
retirement centers and neighborhoods of high income levels. The area is juxtaposed by 
a nearby impoverished neighborhood. Due to the polarity of the neighborhood’s 
socioeconomic composition, it was important to the administrators of the Frye that their 
programs work to serve and engage while fostering a sense of community. 
Although the museum’s goals of diverse and engaging programming was an 
underlying feature of the museum, the genesis of the Mindfulness Meditation program 
came following the planning for a unique exhibition. In 2010, the museum’s staff was 
preparing for a show featuring the works of Albert Van Keller. Van Keller was a 19th 
century German artist and genre painter whose life and work involved spiritualism and 
promoted new forms of psychology. The artist primarily painted scenes of society life in 
conjunction with themes of the paranormal. In an effort to compliment the themes found 
in the exhibition, Rullkoetter and her staff hosted a meditation session in the museum.   
The museum partnered with Carolyn McManus, a physical therapist from the 
neighboring Swedish Hospital. McManus continues to work as Instructor and Program 
Coordinator of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction. In her position, Ms. McManus 
teaches mindful meditation as a technique to manage chronic pain. According to Ms. 
Rullkoetter, McManus was interested in hosting a mindfulness session at the museum 
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that would be free to the public. She was also interested in the potential the program had 
of drawing a large audience. 
Following the first meditation, the museum’s staff received an overwhelming 
amount of requests to make the session a permanent program. In order to do so, 
Rullkoetter was able to find funding within the museum’s budget.  
Much like The Hammer Museum, the Mindfulness Meditation sessions are 
offered as half hour “drop-ins” during the lunch hour. The programs are hosted on 
Wednesday in the Frye’s auditorium and attendance has begun to reach close to 150 
people each week. The sessions are guided by either Carolyn McManus or her 
colleague, Diane Hetrick, also of The Swedish Medical Center.  
At the beginning of each session, the guide reads aloud a poem1 and then leads 
the audience through a practice of becoming aware of and being in the present moment. 
Unlike the Hammer’s online description of their program, the Frye states that “present-
moment awareness is essential to experience and appreciate any work of art…” 
Although the sessions are not taking place in the vicinity of the museum’s collections, it 
may be assumed that the overall belief of the program’s staff is that the practice of 
mindfulness-meditation serves to enhance one’s interaction with art and artworks.   
Similarly to the Hammer Museum, Rullkoetter and her staff do not have an official 
standard for benchmarking the program. Her team general uses the attendance 
numbers as a guide to judge whether or not the program is meeting the community’s 
need. Ms. Rullkoetter was eager to state that her most notable form of feedback 
occurred when an attendee pulled her aside to express how much of a difference the 
                                                          
1 Poems from previous Mindfulness Meditation sessions can be found on the official Frye Museum 
website. 
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program was making to her personally. Rullkoetter stated that the visitor became very 
emotional while expressing her gratitude that the program was being offered. 
Similar to the Hammer Museum, the initial factors that began to influence the 
Frye’s decision to incorporate mindfulness programming revolves around their mission to 
engage with their surrounding community as well as ties to near-by medical and science 
based centers. As stated earlier, the theme of spirituality in a former art exhibit played a 
significant role as well. This is a key difference between the museum and the Hammer. 
The latter’s program seems to have not been influenced by artwork and the sessions do 
not reference the arts experience in the prompts that are given by the person leading the 
mindfulness experience.   
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Case Study #3 – ESMoA, El Segundo, California 
 
 
Tagline2: EsMoA is an art laboratory purposely built with leaks that serve to 
spread the spark of creativity. (ESMoA, 2014) 
ESMoA was spawned off of Eva and Brian Sweeney’s initial search of a storage 
building for their growing art collection. During their pursuit, the couple was persuaded 
by Mayor Eric Busch to make their collection available to the public. 
The Sweeney Collection of art includes approximately 500 works. Artists range 
from the likes of Monet, Pissarro, Klimt, and Kandinsky to Rauschenberg, Warhol, and 
Close. Many of these works have been loaned out to Los Angeles art museums for 
display.  
ESMoA is not solely made up of works from the Sweeney’s collection. The self-
proclaimed “art lab” features a main gallery that equipped with solar lighting that adjusts 
to filter natural light based on the changes to the area’s meteorological conditions. The 
space also includes an artists-in-residence space furnished with living quarters and a 
studio.  
In 2011, ESMoA was opened as a donation-based institution, making admissions 
free-of-charge. Monday through Thursday they are closed to the public and the space is 
reserved for educational and special events. These must be made in advance by 
appointment only. From Friday through Sunday, ESMoA is open from 10am-5pm. The 
staff size of the art lab consists of approximately five people. In additional to their 
“experiences,” the programs offered include: art history classes, magazine fairs, 
                                                          
2According to their website and my interviewee from ESMoA, the organization does not have a mission 
statement. Instead they share a “tagline”.  
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calligraphy courses, play and family days for children, move nights, young professional 
mixers, and a summer camp. 
For my final case study, I interviewed Chelsea Hogan, Education Specialist of 
ESMoA. Ms. Hogan described her role as consisting of managing the tours and 
education programming that is offered at the self-proclaimed “art lab.” 
As an introduction to the interview, Ms. Hogan offered an overview of ESMoA’s 
values. She explained how the organization’s space, artwork, and programming all work 
to align with these principles. The art lab is noticeably different than the institutions of the 
previous two case studies. Most striking is ESMoA’s rejection of being referred to using 
the word “museum.”  
As an art space, ESMoA is comprised of one, open room. The space is 
constructed of hardware like materials such as concrete and stainless steel. One might 
describe the interior as minimalist when there is not an exhibition on view. 
The space plays host to revolving shows, known as “experiences.” The 
experiences, which are each numbered, are usually given simplistic, singular-word titles. 
Each experience consists of artwork that aligns with the theme, which comes in the form 
of the title.  
At the time of the interview, ESMoA had 41 works on view with artists ranging 
from contemporary names to the likes of Monet and Ellsworth Kelly. In each exhibition, 
the works are arranged in groupings called “pods.” The goal of this style of arrangement 
is to highlight parallels in theme(s) in an attempt to provoke curiosity, thought, and 
discussion from the visitors. The works on view are displayed without title and artist 
information that are commonly shown using wall decals. Instead, the art works are 
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numbered using a grid system. Visitors may choose to use iPads provided by ESMoA in 
order to reference the descriptions. 
The introduction of mindfulness programming at ESMoA began when Clare 
Kunny of ArtMuse approached the organization after Kunny attended an event at The 
Hammer Museum. According to Ms. Hogan, she believed that Kunny found that the 
Hammer Museum’s event was lacking in the incorporation of art in the experience. 
Because ESMoA was known for its openness to experimenting, Hogan and Kunny 
agreed that a mindfulness program had the potential to grow.  
In their initial planning of the program, Kunny wanted to bring an art historical 
perspective to the program. Hogan agreed that the connection of both heart and mind 
were of integral importance to one’s experience of art. They thought that by offering a 
mindful experience within a single room of artwork, they would work to bridge the 
personal and intellectual/educational connections that visitors have at arts institutions. 
Unlike The Hammer and Frye Museums, which have recurring, half hour 
sessions, ESMoA’s Mindfulness Meditation program is not offered on a regular basis. 
The events take place after hours and last for 90 minutes. Further, there is a cost to 
attend the mindfulness program and tickets must be obtained through the ArtMuse 
website. The general description of the experience lends itself to having more similarities 
to a special event than a traditional museum program. The cost ranges from $35-40 per 
ticket. 
Since its inaugural event, Mindfulness Meditation and Art Viewing workshop has 
been held a total of four times at ESMoA. Each time the sessions were led by Mitra 
Manesh of Rumi Rooms. Hogan explained the last session actually differed in concept 
from the three predecessors.  
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Originally, the workshop began with a 15-minute introduction during which the 
guests were asked to browse the work in the space. Next, the group participates in a 
typical meditation in order to help quiet the mind and help the visitors to regain focus. A 
contemplative art viewing follows. During this, Manesh instructs the guests to walk 
through the gallery and choose a piece of their liking. She then has them study the work 
silently for 5 minutes. Manesh then prompts the group through a series of comments 
such as “notice where judgment is coming up,” “are you feeling frustrated or happy?” 
The group then comes together to discuss and identity how they felt during the session. 
Finally, Kunny leads the attendees on a tour in order to discuss more art historical 
connections that the artwork as a collection.  
After three times of hosting the event in this structure, Kunny and Manesh 
proposed a change in layout. They felt that the original concept at times made the 
attendees feel uncomfortable and less relaxed if their prior knowledge of the works was 
not significant. In the latest session, Kunny began by taking the group on a tour of her 
favorite works on display and pointed out their art historical context. Manesh’s meditation 
session then followed and was rounded out by a group discussion of the guest’s 
individual experiences and questions.  
It is important to point out that the organization’s ability to adjust to their visitor’s 
experience aligns well with Hogan’s comment during the interview in which she stated 
that ESMoA was designed to be very reflective and responsive. In her words, “If 
something isn’t working, they can change it.” This is an obvious difference between this 
institution and its counterparts. Specifically larger museums that may require more 
detailed analysis and executive approval before programs can be adjusted. 
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Unlike the Hammer and Frye Museums, ESMoA’s mindfulness programming was 
not developed by their art lab’s staff. Further, the program itself is truly the product of a 
totally separate entity: ArtMuse. It is hard to conclude whether or not Hogan and her staff 
would have incorporated, or even developed, a mindful-based program without the basis 
of the Hammer Museum to work off of. In comparing the three organizations, it is 
apparent that ESMoA bases mindfulness as a means to experience art at the forefront of 
their program development. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
Although my earlier research implied that museums may choose to employ 
technology-free programming as a means to stay within budget, the resulting findings 
from my interviews with administrators have shown that the factor of budgeting did not 
prove to be of great importance in the implementation of any of the organizations’ 
program development.  
The organizations that participated in my case studies choose to incorporate both 
technology-based and mindfulness experiences into their programming; not one over the 
other. Based on my interviews, there was a general belief that by offering an array of 
styles of programs, the organizations are working to develop deeper diversity of 
audience while simultaneously providing to meet a community need. I do not see the 
increase in technology to be a threat to the trend of “digital detox” and will instead, boast 
the fact that they offer a range of arts programming. Further, all three of my interviewees 
expressed their hope that the mindfulness style programming influenced their visitors to 
attend their organization more frequently than they would have had they not done so. 
As hypothesized earlier, I believe that these case studies provide evidence of the 
numerous factors that contribute to the implementation of mindfulness style 
programming. However, in comparing each organization’s development of their 
programs, ESMoA was revealed to be the outlier. Both the Hammer and the Frye 
Museums were influenced most significantly by their neighboring health-based 
organizations. It could be argued that ESMoA was technically influenced by this as well if 
we consider that Clare Kunny originally experienced her first mindfulness program at the 
Hammer Museum.  
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Perhaps the most surprising discovery was that two of the three organizations 
choose to offer their programming in their theatre in lieu of amongst the artwork in their 
galleries. My instinct led me to believe that there would be a uniform credence amongst 
the interviewees that mindfulness works to enhance the way one experiences art. 
Although the general sentiment seems to be held by each person I spoke with, I did not 
ask nor was I given an explanation as to why the Hammer and the Frye chose to host in 
their auditoriums. 
Based on earlier research, I was expecting to find that the administrators 
interviewed for the case studies had prior knowledge of the trend I have previously 
described as “disconnecting.” Across the board, this was not the case. With the 
exception of Chelsea Hogan at ESMoA, who was educated on the subject by Ms. 
Kunny, none of my interviewees were familiar with the trend to promote technology-free 
programming. Further, each individual was surprised to learn that other organizations 
were hosting mindfulness programming. I believe that this particular factor makes it 
difficult to determine whether or not we will see an influx in this style of programming 
amongst other visual art institutions. 
As the need for time to disconnect from the abundant channels of technology 
grows, I believe that this research works to highlight the ways in which museums can 
begin to successfully work to provide such an outlet. In doing so, museums may begin to 
increase the importance of their role in communities and act as a haven for reflection 
and stress relief.  
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